THE MANUSCRIPTS
the autograph letters of authors are by far the richest to be found
anywhere.
We may begin with the original Beowulf^ damaged, alas, in the
fire of 1731. From Cotton came not only this, but the best copies
of the Ancren Riwle and the Brut^ the volume containing Pearl and
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the final or C-text of Piers Plowman
and the so-called Coventry Plays. The equally unique fifteenth-
century MS. of the 49 plays acted on Corpus Christ! Day by the
Crafts at York (Add. MS. 35290) was purchased in 1899. Among
our debts to the Harleys in this field of Middle-English literature
perhaps most of us would place highest the copy of that dull work
Hoccleve's De regimme Principum (Harl. MS. 4866), which contains
the famous marginal portrait of Chaucer; but from Arundel comes
the doubly unique Ayenbite of Inwit (Arundel MS. 57) which is the
only important medieval MS. of which the autograph copy exists,
being Dan Michael of Northgate's own manuscript.
One medieval MS., a volume of Middle-English verse, while
perhaps less remarkable than these, has, besides its own importance,
a very pleasant place in the collection. It is called "the American
Testimonial MS.," as it was presented in 1920 a sa token of national
sympathy by Teachers of English in American Universities and
Colleges.
Complete autograph works of poets of the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries are but few. The Museum has Sir Thomas Wyat's
partly autograph poems (Egerton 2711; bought in 1889), and also
the second most important MS. containing them (the Devonshire
MS., Add. 17492) bought at Dr. G. F. Nott's sale in 1848. But
the most debated literary MS. of that century is certainly the pky
of Sir Thomas More, which contains, a passage considered by good
judges (including Sir Edward Maunde Thompson, who published a
study of it) to be not only by Shakespeare but in his hand. Shake-
speare's life is also represented by one of the known signatures, that
to the Blackfriars mortgage of 1612-13; while plays by Massinger
and masques (notably The Masque of Queens] in Ben Jonson's
beautiful scholar's hand illustrate the later stages of the Old
Drama.                                                                               f
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